204             AFTER    THESE    MANY    QUESTS
We said goodbye gratefully to the Negri family and pushed on. From what they had told us in a mixture of Italian and bad English, we gathered that the Germans, though looting their stocks, had not treated them brutally. I had the impression, however, that the Italian peasants were anxious to tell us what they thought we wanted to hear, and would have cheerfully, with special relish, described how the departed Hun lambasted them morning, noon and night.
We motored, with many misgivings, down the still deserted highway. For miles we had not seen a single American vehicle, soft or hard. Frankly, I did not like the look of it, despite the jubilant groups of civilians here and there. Then at the point where the road neared the Mussolini Canal, just short of Cisterna, we saw a German signpost pointing down a rough road marked "Nach Littoria." After a short conference we agreed that that would be the quickest way to reach the former beach-head. Our jeep nosed steeply and awkwardly in a gully among the ruins of a blown bridge, threatening momentarily to overturn. Then the wonderful vehicle climbed, almost vertically, up on to the continuation of the road. Next moment we all sat rigid, terror struggling with hope. The turret gun of an armoured car was pointing at us. I believed that it was British and prayed that the recognition was mutual, for the Germans were using a few captured jeeps. Hesitantly, it rolled towards us. I thought of the Wodehouse prodigal who returned to the baronial hall saying " Please I've come, don't shoot." A moment later, tension magnificently relaxed, we were warmly greeting Colonel Paddy Brett, of the First Reconnaissance Regiment, attached to the First British Division.
Throughout the war, I felt the greatest admiration for the newly formed Reconnaissance Regiments of the British Army. It was their dangerous job to be the probing spearhead, always running a serious risk of mines and the concealed enemy gun.
Brett had come from An/io and we were the first British he had met from the "other side." They joined up with an American reconnaissance squadron at 9 a.m., he said, and altogether had been working for sixteen hours lifting minese had done the right thing.ers, scorched and withered palms stilld hig
